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Introduction

The French exploration of North America in the sixteenth century was driven by two
main tasks. The first task was to locate an alternative route to Asia. It was still believed that there
was a secret shortcut somewhere that would enable a faster and more efficient transportation of
goods between Europe and Asia. The second task was to find rich resources, particularly in the
form of gold and diamonds. Through time, it became clear that these two tasks were not possible
(due to the lack of both resources and a nonexistent route). This altered the progression of French
exploration and shifted the priority to fur-trading and creating a self-functioning colony.
The process of establishing a French colony in North America was a long and
discouraging process. Harsh weather conditions, disease, and limited food resources were
constant threats to settlers within the Canadian colony. Relations with the Indeginous peoples
were also complicated. The French became allies to some tribes, and enemies to the rest. Wars
between their allies and the different indeginous tribes forced French participation in fighting on
numerous occasions. Threats from the English were also experienced. Regardless, France was
determined to create a populated foothold in Canada. In order for this to happen, France needed
to transport a large amount of people to North America. The country enlisted the help of
navigators, explorers, Jesuits, citizens willing to become colonizers, and more. Each group of
people and their skills contributed to the creation of a functioning colony.
The founding of New France was not a linear progression of events. Multiple attempts of
settlements were made before a permanent settlement became possible. Different forms of
authority and leaders were also experimented with to secure and populate the colony. The
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population grew slowly. The changing population contributed to different settlement patterns and
colonial production variations throughout the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries.
There were three guiding factors in shaping New France. First, are the “founding fathers”
and early explorers of New France. Second, are the religious orders of the Jesuits and Recollects.
Third, are the fur traders who formed the basis of settlement in Canada. Two men, Jacques
Cartier and Samuel de Champlain heavily influenced the founding of New France. Not only did
they create detailed maps of a previously unknown area, but they attempted the first settlements
in the colony. These explorers laid the groundwork for France to establish a permanent colony in
North America. The Jesuit and Recollect religious orders were among the first settlers within the
new colony. They took their mission of bringing Catholicism to the Indegenious peoples
seriously, and were at the heart of the settlement throughout France’s presence in Canada. The
fur trade was another defining feature of the colony. This business was responsible for drawing
new settlers to the Canadaian colony in the early seventeenth century. Without this fur trade, the
French settlement in Canada would have been abandoned before the mid-seventeenth century.

Founding Fathers and Early Explorers

JACQUES CARTIER

5

(History.com, 2009)

Cartier was an excellent navigator, and unusual for his time, made three successful
voyages to North America (Shoalts, 2018, p 60). In 1534, Cartier was appointed by the French
King, Francis I, to find unknown lands. His specific mission was “to discover certain islands and
lands where it is said that a great quantity of gold, and other precious things, are to be found.”
Additionally, he was supposed to search for an alternative route to Asia (Shoalts, p 60). The goal
of finding a shorter route to Asia guided Cartier’s actions throughout his time in North America.
This desire to locate such a route took priority in Cartier’s mission.
In April of 1534, Cartier set sail for “New Founde Land” with hopes of accomplishing his
objectives. After 33 days at sea, Cartier arrived at his destination Shoalts, (p 60). The terrain of
New Founde Land and readily available resources looked subpar to Cartier, who was accustomed
to the French countryside. The French countryside included flat and grassy lands, with minimal
rolling hills. The rocky terrain and immediate lack of gold and spices frustrated Cartier. Cartier
was quoted in saying that
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“I am rather inclined to believe that this is the land God gave to Cain” (Shoalts, p 61).
After the disappointment at New Founde Land, Cartier and his party continued southward and
reached the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Finding this more suitable than the previous destination, he
went northwest after spotting intriguing islands (particularly St Edward's island) and mistaking
these for the mainland (Shoalts, p 61). In a report of 1535, Jacques Cartier named Canada after
misusing the Iroquoian word “Kanata” which translates to village. Cartier continued to use
Canada to describe the territory along the St. Lawrence River instead of the villages themselves.
This name stuck and the area would continue to be referred to as Canada (Shoalts, p 50).
Throughout this mission, Cartier’s party thought that they would find a passage that led
to China and routinely stopped at the various island coasts to explore (Shoalts, p 61).
Unsurprisingly, these explorations resulted in interactions with the native tribes. Although
Cartier was not impressed with the natives and their offerings of trade (particularly the furs,
which he thought unnecessary given the rich resource back in France), he still gave them gifts.
These gifts included iron knives, axes, and clothes in hopes of establishing good relations with
them (Shoalts, p 62). However, after realizing that the Gaspé shore did not possess the riches
Cartier was looking for, the party decided to continue on with their journey. Before leaving, two
sons of the local Iroquoian chief, Domagaya and Taignoagny, agreed to go exploring with
Cartier and help translate with other natives.
The benefits of the attempted relations would come in handy during the difficult winter.
Many of the men got scurvy, and a quarter of the French party died as a result. Luckily, one of
the Native translators informed Cartier of a cure made from bark and other ingredients. This cure
proved successful and restored the French health. Regardless of the lifesaving information,
Cartier was not able to continue to foster a relationship with the natives. The relationship
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between Cartier and the natives disintegrated when he kidnapped 9 natives to take back to France
(Shoalts p 55- 66). The exact reason for this kidnapping is unknown, although it is likely that
Cartier wanted to “show off” the natives to the King and court back in France. This action
betrayed the trust of the tribes, and showed the blatant disregard that Cartier harbored towards
the Indegnious peoples.
Due to the war with Spain and the expenses of voyaging, Cartier would not return to
Canada for more than five years. When Cartier returned to Canada in 1540, eight of the nine
natives had died. The remaining girl was left behind in France (Shoalts, p 67). This, along with
the initial kidnapping, meant that Cartier was not well received. The Indeginous peoples would
not forget his betrayal and the nonreturn of their people.
On his third and final trip, Cartier was demoted and put second in charge. Although his
navigation skills were excellent, the extensiveness of this voyage to establish colonization with
1500 people and still look for a route to china was beyond his management capabilities..
Regardless of this change, this too was a disaster. Many people died and the prospect of setting
up a colony had failed. Cartier started to depart for France when he encountered a French ship in
the St. Lawrence River. At this point he was ordered to return to the settlement. Cartier ignored
this order and continued on to France with a ship full of quartz and fools gold (which he believed
to be diamonds and gold) (Shoalts, p 68-69). After his departure, it is uncertain what happened
to the few surviving colonists. A majority of the colonists likely perished, with a few remaining
at the settlement and some returning back to France with Cartier.
Even though Cartier failed to set up a colony and discover riches, he provided valuable
geographical knowledge (this geographical knowledge was supplemented by the natives) about
Canada. This allowed maps to be made in France that included North America for the first time
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(Shoalts, p 70). Although none of Cartier’s maps survived, they were important and useful at the
time of their making. The navigation capabilities allowed Cartier to gain a better understanding
of the land, and provided France with little known information and better hopes of establishing a
permanent settlement.

SAMUEL CHAMPLAIN

(Encyclopædia Britannica)

Samuel Champlain was born around 1570 in southwest France to a fishing family and
village. He learned navigation skills from his father early on and enjoyed exploration and
9

mapmaking (Shoalts, p 73). In 1603 he secured passage on his uncle’s vessel that was destined
for Spain, Mexico, and other Spanish holdings. Champlain kept detailed notes on this voyage of
the barbaric and cruel realities imposed on the indeginious peoples in the Spanish colonies. After
returning home, Champlain reported these notes back to the French king. Champlain conveyed
that he wanted things to be done differently in Canada.
In 1603, Champlain was a passenger with no official role on the Tdoussac. He liked to
explore and at first glance he enjoyed what he saw in Canada. Unlike Cartier, he wanted to learn
the plants and geography of the region. He also wanted to befriend the Algonquin tribe of the
Laurentian mountains. Champlain was adamant that good relations be established with the
Indegenious peoples, and he believed that a successful settlement depended on peace with the
neighboring tribes.
After remaining in Canada for a summer, Champlain returned home. France was once
again ready to try colonization, and King Henri IV appointed soldier and aristocrat Pierre du Gua
de Monts as lieutenant-general for the areas in New France (Shoalts, p 76-77). For this
expedition, Champlain was appointed as de Monts cartographer. In the spring of 1604, the party
sailed to Acadia, the area of the Bay of Fundy and modern maritime provinces. Champlain made
maps of coastlines and potential anchorage places for ships. Champlain’s detailed notes and
cartography drawings of the geography proved to be an invaluable resource.
Champlain was talented and interested in exploration, and soon procured a lead role in
exploring the land. During this exploration, Champlain was looking for good farming lands and
making contacts with the Mi’kmaq bands in the area. Because of this exploration and knowledge,
Champlain was appointed to pick a winter rest spot for the group. He ended up selecting the
modern day area of New Brunswick to build French cabins (Shoalts, p 77).
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Regardless of the resting spot, the group endured an extremely hard winter. Scurvy alone
took 35 of the 79 settlers.The decision was made to relocate across the Bay of Fundy to a more
sheltered French site they called Port Royale. They remained in this area until three years later in
1607 when De Mont’s fur monopoly was revoked. Based upon his orders, Champlain returned to
France with De Mont.
Once back in France, de Mont and Champlain refocused their attention to the area north
of Acadia- to the place that Cartier named Canada. Even with the knowledge that this area
possessed harsher weather, the two men wanted to try another settlement They also thought that
they still might find passage to Asia through the St Lawrence River, and in 1608, with de Monts
support, Champlain sailed with three ships to Canada (Shoalts, p 78-79).
Champlain's goal was not only for the settlement to survive, but to thrive. Unlike
previous colonial attempts Champlain focused on making friends with the natives, instead of
antagonizing them (Shoalts, p 79). He treated them with respect unlike previous French
explorers. Samuel Champlain knew that in order to successfully establish a settlement, peace
with the natives was necessary and valuable. The area where the river changed from salt to
freshwater was called “Kebec.” This meant “where the river narrowed” in the language of the
Montagnais. This is where the village of Stadacona once stood and Cartier attempted settlement.
This is also where Champlain chose to form his own settlement, and it became known as Quebec
(Shoalts, p 82).
Champlain started by directing his party to begin planting gardens, build a fortress, dig
cellars, and add a moat for protection. The grandness of the settlement impressed the natives who
were keen to make alliances with the men who could accomplish such a feat. Champlain made
such good relations with the Montagnais that they asked him to store their dried eels until they

11

returned in midwinter. However, the winter was especially harsh. When the Montagnais returned
to the settlement, they were starving and desperate for help and shelter. Champlain spared as
many provisions as he could, but his own provisions were low and he did not possess enough for
every person in the tribe (Shoalts, p 83-85). This incident reminded Champlain that even the
seasoned natives were not immune to the harsh realities of the Quebec climate.
At the end of winter, only eight of the original twenty-eight Frenchmen were still alive. A
relief ship arrived in the spring and despite the harsh winter, Champlain decided to remain in
New France instead of returning home. The addition of more Frenchmen allowed Champlain to
resume voyaging into the mainland. To continue exploration further inland and through more
dangerous waters, Champlain ordered the commision of a sailboat. He and twenty of his men
along with a party of Montagnais headed upriver. The river was full of rocks and dangerous
obstacles that threatened to damage the sailboat. To combat this, Champlain attached a
“sounding-lead” to the bottom of the boat to warn of any obstacles (Shoalts, p 87). This sound
allowed the group time to maneuver the boat away from disastrous obstructions in the water.
On this exploratory journey, Champlain’s company interacted with and became allies
with the Algonquin and the Wendat. The Algonquin would only honor an ally that was useful in
actively aiding them in the act of war against enemies. Because of this, Champlain fought two
battles against the Iroquois with them, each resulting in a decisive victory (Shoalts, p 89-92).
After these battles, Champlain had to return to France because of King Henri IV’s death.
After appeasing the new king and proving his valuable skill, he was allowed to return to Quebec
and continue his endeavor in the spring of 1611. Once back in the settlement, Champlain
continued to strengthen his relations with the Indegenious peoples.
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In a sort of exchange program the French and natives sent children and men to live with
the opposite group. The goal of this “Exchange” was for each group to learn the others language,
customs, and lifestyles. It was through this action that the first “coureurs de bois” emerged and
began learning from the Algonquin, Wendat, and Montagnais (Shoalts, p 91-93). The meaning
of coureurs de bois translates to French woodsmen. This makes sense because the French men
living with the natives lived in the woods and started to dress and act in a mix of French and
native customs.
With good relations well established, Champlain focused his attention on overseeing and
growing the fortress at Quebec. During this time he took almost annual journeys back to France.
In the spring of 1613 Champlain was able to resume exploration. He spent time heading inland
past Quebec, to explore the interior, lakes, and possible passage to Asia (Shoalts, p 93-94). By
the spring of 1615, Chamberlain attempted the greatest journey of exploration of his career.
Along with a small company of “some dozen” men, the company set out in birchbark canoes.
They traveled up the Ottawa river, and then continued to what is now known as the French River.
This journey led into the inland sea now known as Lake Huron. Once Champlain learned that the
sea was freshwater, he realized that the waterway could not be the western ocean that led to Asia.
At the time this was referred to as “Lake Attigouautan” after a clan of Wendat who lived near the
shores.
Champlain found that the Wendat settlement at this location was much different from the
clan near Quebec. Unlike the mountain settlements of Canada, this area was a fortified village.
The village contained moats, watchtowers, and paths that led to “some dozen” Wendat villages
that were also well fortified. Champlain estimated that the population was about 30,000 Wendat
(Shoalts, p 98-99).
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Champlain and his company visited all of the villages and were well received. Champlain
was regarded as a man of great character, and as an ally, once again agreed to help act against the
aggressions of the Iroquois. A group of twelve French soldiers and over 500 native warriors
traveled through Lake Erie to the Onondaga village (currently where upstate New York is). The
village was heavily fortified and parapets on the watchtower allowed the Iroquois to fire arrows
while remaining protected and concealed (Shoalts, p 100-101).
Despite the manpower of Champlain’s group, the campaign was a failure. In addition to
the bitter defeat, Champlain was wounded in the knee and leg with an arrow. Due to those
wounds he had to stay with the Wendat over the winter. Although disappointed in being unable to
return to Quebec, the winter stay allowed Champlain to learn more language and culture from the
Wendat. He was so highly respected and regarded that he even helped settle disputes among
Wendat warriors (Shoalts, p 102-103).
In spring, Champlain returned to Quebec to oversee the settlement. Too old to continue
vast explorations, Champlain spent his time experimenting with crops, maintaining good
relations with the natives, and improving buildings and fortifications. In 1629, English privateers
tried to besiege Quebec. When Champlain refused to hand over the settlement, the privateers
stayed at the mouth of the St Lawrence river to wait for any relief vessels. Once the French ships
were spotted, the English privateers (the five Kirke brothers) captured the relief vessels and
Champlain, and took them back to England (Shoalts, p 104-105).
However, upon returning to England they found that a treaty had been signed between
France and England and Champlain was free to return to France. Three years later in 1632, the
English agreed to return Quebec to the French. Hearing this, Champlain once again set sail to
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Canada. After returning to Quebec, Champlain once again built new buildings and fortifications.
Additionally, he sent explorers to establish holdings in Trois-Rivieres.
At age 65 in 1635, Champlain died on Christmas day. His death was mourned by both the
French and natives, and he was buried inside the town walls of Quebec. Throughout his career,
Champlain crossed the Atlantic at least 27 times successfully. During these voyages Champlain
never lost a ship (Shoalts, p 106-107). He was named le pere du Canada (the Father of Canada)
for his contributions to the region. Along with his successful settlement, Champlain greatly
contributed to the geographical knowledge of North America. His notes, maps, and drawings
were quite accurate and allowed for detailed maps to be made in Europe.
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One of Samuel Champlain’s Maps of Canada
(Heritage Trust, 2017)

Jesuits and Recollects
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New France, like France itself, was a Catholic nation. In the Canadian colonies, unlike
France, there was absolutely no tolerance for the practice of Protestantism or any religions other
than Catholoiscim. The Recollects, a religious order, arrived in Quebec city in 1615. The ability
of the Recollects and similar religious organizations to convert the Indegnious peoples was
dependent on funds, which was in turn, dependent on the generosity of French benefactors from
the mainland.
Similar to many missionaries, the purpose of the Recollects and Jesuits was to bring the
Natives knowledge of the “True God'' and to encourage conversion to Catholicism. The religious
groups believed that this ignorance of God and absence of baptism prevented any hope for
Indeginous peoples to be accepted into the afterlife with Christ. The first Recollets that arrived
were particularly focused on evangelizing the natives in the Huronia area, Great Lakes Region,
and surrounding areas of Quebec. These first four Recollects were recruited by Samuel
Champlain in Paris. Fathers Denis Jamet, Jean Dolbeau, Joseph Le Caron and Pacifique
DuPlessis quickly discovered the language barrier as a large obstacle, and recruited the
“truchements.” These were young men from France who were excited to travel and easily picked
up new languages. These young men would serve as the translators for the Recollects to continue
their missions (Virtual Museum).
The Recollects were proving to be quite successful, and some of the Indegenious peoples
were eager to learn the French language as well. Father Pacifique DuPlessis set up an open
school in Trois Rivieres and is known as the first schoolmaster of New France. In 1625, Jesuit
reinforcements came to join the Recollects in missionary work. The Jesuits were well funded and
did not need to rely on charity to conduct their missions.
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Although committed to their work, relations with the native peoples were difficult to
maintain and semi-unfruitful. In Quebec in 1635, the Jesuits opened a small school for the
“colonist’s’ sons, alongside a seminary, which, it was hoped, would lead young Hurons to
convert and adopt a more sedentary lifestyle.” Unfortunately, the Indegnious peoples were
reluctant to send their sons to this strict school and the education offered clashed with their own
lifestyles and beliefs. Due to this, the Jesuits re-centered their efforts within the colony on
education for French-Canadian youth (Virtual Museum).

Fur Traders

Prior to the 1600s, French inhabitants in Canada were not interested in the furs North
America had to offer. There were plentiful resources within their home country, and they instead
chose to focus on fisheries. Especially in the case of Jacques Cartier, the true aim of Canada was
to find diamonds, gold, other riches, and a passageway to China (Shoalts, p 62).
With the absence of numerous resources that benefitted the French empire, little attention
was given to the North American colony. It was the prospect of lucrative furs in the early 1600’s
that encouraged the French to recommit to forming more permanent settlements in Quebec, Trois
Rivieres, and Montreal. If successful, the goal was to expand the French Empire into the Great
Lakes region, the Hudson Bay watershed, and the Mississippi, Illinois, and Ohio River Valleys.
The Fur business was appealing to many people. The local inhabitants used fur as a source for
income, while French merchants, investors, and Officials profited greatly off of the business
(Virtual Museum).
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The Fur trade seems simple, but the undertaking of such a vast business was complex.
The French partnered with the ”Aboriginal peoples for the harvesting, processing, and
transportation of furs, and also for their services as guides and intermediaries.”
These services required more manpower than the French Fur Traders possessed. The
alliance with some of the First Nations (the Montagnais, the Hurons, the Algonquins in the
beginning of the 1600’s, the Potawatomis, the Saulteaux, and the Choctaws in the second half of
the 1600’s) was necessary. Due to this close reliance and partnership between the French and
aboriginal peoples, more than simple business was conducted. Each side learned the other’s
customs, cultures, languages, and knowledge (Virtual Museum). This differed from the way
English and Spanish business was conducted with the Natives peoples. The French, especially
due to the fur trade, established a more peaceful and less conquering relationship with the tribes
they conducted business with. This was a strategic move as the French settlers were reliant upon
the Native populations for survival.

Introduction to Project

This project will analyze the agricultural and settlement patterns of French Canadians in
lower Canada and Michigan between 1605 and 1715. In general, this project will examine where
these individuals went throughout the Canadian Colonies and what they did when they got there.
Data will come from topographical maps, land plot information, and the diversity and amount of
crops to help connect the agricultural information to the settlement patterns. This project will
primarily focus on the geographical areas of Quebec, Montreal, Detroit, and Trois Rivieres.
Throughout this thesis, primary sources found through the Drouin Collections will
provide critical data and evidence for population, agricultural, and land usage amounts. These
19

sources contain first hand accounts of life, records, censuses, court data, and more. This
information will be supplemented by many secondary sources examining relevant aspects of
French Canada. These sources are a mixture of online and physical book formats. The sources
explore agriculture, settlement, land tenure, economics, and demographic information pertaining
to New France during the designated time period.
The goal of this project is to understand why the agricultural phase within the Canadian
colony progressed the way that it did. Specifically, it will inquire what ways the agriculture
supplemented, guided, and contributed to New France. In doing so, other questions regarding the
impacts of changing demographics and available waterways will also be examined.
The general timeline of this project, 1605 to 1715, and more generally, the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries, was selected because of the changes and growth implemented in New
France during this time. The demographics, priorities, productions, locations, and settlement
patterns of the colony varied significantly from 1605 to 1715. Because of this, the selected
timeline will represent the greatest range of change and progression possible. This will provide a
more holistic view of New France, without eliminating colonial aspects that need to be noted.
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Demographics

The first settlements within New France occurred at the seasonal fishing posts. These
posts were located along the coast near NewFoundland. The French fisheries were successful in
providing fish to France and other parts of Europe. Fish was in high demand in France,
especially during lent and fasting days due to the high number of Catholics residing in the nation
(La Fleur, 1987, p 48). The French were competing for territory with the English, and the
location of usable fisheries began to define the regional boundaries that belonged to each group
(La Fleur, p 53).
Although these fisheries were profitable, the seasonal nature of manning these fisheries
became difficult. The English fishermen would destroy the French fishing posts during the
offseason, making it difficult for the French to continually rebuild their fisheries every year. In an
effort to move away from the English and provide a more permanent settlement location, the
French moved inland toward Quebec, which would eventually become the capital of New
France. The general area that the French claimed was the St. Lawrence Gulf and the St.
Lawrence Valley (La Fleur, p 48-49). This new location allowed the French to create year-long
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fisheries that did not need to be abandoned at the end of the fishing season. In this new location,
the French discovered an abundance of fish that were also larger than the typical fish found near
Europe. The most common fish found were smelt, cod, salmon, sturgeon, and herring. These fish
were more abundant throughout different phases of the season, which ran from the end of March
through September (Charlevoix and Shea, 1866, p 268).
By 1605, the fate of the New France fisheries was being questioned. The French Crown
had enacted a strict trade ban on the colony. This ban stipulated that colonial products exported
and imported within the colonies were only allowed with France and other French holdings. In
essence, the trade ban prohibited colonial trading with the English and the Indegnious peoples.
The trade ban with the Natives was preventing Frenchmen from acquiring the needed supplies to
run their fisheries, as well as impeding on their profits. This inability to trade with the Natives
was starting to force the French to abandon their fisheries because they were unable to acquire
the needed supplies to run their fisheries without such trade. Due to the integral role that the
fisheries played and supplied to France, this restriction upon fisheries was lifted by the crown
(Charlevoix, p 256).
Quebec was chosen as a strategic location. Proximity to the water provided drinkable
water, fish, and transportation for the settlers. Not only this, but the area was surrounded by cliffs
which gave Quebec some natural fortification. The St Lawrence River narrows at Quebec to just
one mile wide (Charlevoix, p 50). During the winter, this portion of the river froze over making
it impossible for vessels to pass through the waterways to Quebec. This provided protection from
the English, however, it also prevented French supplies from entering the colony for three to six
months out of the year (La Fleur, p 80).

22

Not only did the inland location of the fisheries provide the French with protection, but it
allowed access to areas where the fur traders could hunt. Initially, the fur trade was a secondary
option to the fisheries. The profits from the fur trade supplemented what the fisheries made, and
it was not intended to become the main source of profit or vocation within the Canadian colony.
However, the low risk level and increasingly high profit margins associated with the fur trade led
to its popularity among the settlers and soon became New France’s largest enterprise. The fur
trade was enabled by King Henry IV, who wanted to place fur trading at the center of New
France’s responsibilities. In addition to this, King Henry IV granted governing rights and a
monopoly to a fur trading company in exchange for a certain amount of new settlers to the
Canadian colony every year.

“ The profit potential of the fur trade was greater than that of the high risk, high investment fisheries. The
fur trade required a small investment, no special skills, and a minimal labor force, and thus it soon
replaced the fisheries as the economic basis of New France” (La Fleur, p 54-55).

The positives of the fur trade and the low level of skill required allowed it to become
accessible to any man who was willing to relocate to New France and participate. The downside
of this type of trade was the nomadic lifestyle associated with the work. Although permanent
settlements were established and became trading centers, additional settlers were not relocating
to New France at a sustainable pace. The fur companies were not able to uphold their contract of
drawing in new settlers.
In 1622 when the first fur monopoly was granted, the population of Quebec was fifty
souls (La Fleur, p 90). Although men of all classes and areas in France came to the Canadian
colony, the average settlers of New France during this period were poor and single young men
(Greer, 1999, p 29). These men tended to come from the Western coast of France, with the most
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coming from the Normandy region (Munro, Seigneurs, par 6). Although this demographic was
suitable for fur traders, it was not conducive to creating a permanent settlement. In an effort to
increase the population of women and families in the colony, the King sent “shiploads” of young
women to Quebec. These women were known as the “King’s daughters” and from 1663 to 1673
they were the largest influx of women into the colonies. The King’s daughters, or filles du roi,
were twenty-five years of age or younger, and a large portion of them were orphans. These
women were transported to the colonies in order to marry and help contribute to the creation of a
permanent settlement. During this time, 770 women of marrying age entered the colony (Greer, p
30-32).
Prior to the arrival of the King’s daughters, men outnumbered women six to one (Greer, p
32). Within New France in the seventeenth century, the typical female was married at age fifteen.
By 1700, the average age of females being married rose to twenty-two (Greer, p 22). With the
addition of the King’s daughters, 1660 through 1670 was the largest period of settler growth
within New France. The average growth during this time was approximately 250 new settlers
each year (Greer, p 29).
The overall growth of New France can be seen in the census data from 1665, 1666, and
1706. In 1665, Quebec, Montreal, and Trois Rivieres were the only three settled villages in New
France. Quebec was the capital of New France, and harbored 550 inhabitants and 70 houses. The
city of Quebec was split into an upper and lower section. The upper section was where the public
officials, clergy, and religious members lived. The lower section was where the merchants lived,
and where both the King’s and merchant’s shops were located (Chapais, 1914, p 5). The number
of settlers in Montreal was 625, and the settlers of Trois Rivieres was 455 (Genealogie Quebec,
1665).
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By 1666, the total number of white settlers within New France was 3,215 (Chapais, p 9).
There were 2,034 males, and 1,181 females. Of these settlers, 1,109 were married and there were
528 families (Chapais, p 9). 152 of these settlers were considered to be “elderly, being of the age
fifty-one to ninety. In addition to this number, there were 1,200 men in the King’s troops that
were not included in the 1666 census. The breakdown of occupations can be seen in the table
down below.

Notaries

3

Surgeons

5

Merchants

18

Bailiffs

4

Schoolmasters

3

Carpenters

36

Joiners

27

Tailors

30

Millers

9

Bakers

5

Coopers

8

Locksmiths

3

Priests

18

Jesuits

35

Ursulines

19

Sisters of the Congregation

4

Bishops

1

Hospitalieres

23

(Chapais, p 10)
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Through various enticements and governmental programs and opportunities, the
population within New France grew. The French crown set up a treasury to provide funds to help
settle Frenchmen in the colony, pay governmental employees and soldiers, and maintain the
colony. This amount of money in 1665 was 358,000 livres1 (Chapais, p 18). These funds along
with other benefits helped to draw new settlers to New France. The census data of 1706 shows
that there were a total of 16,417 settlers in the Canadian colony (Statistics Canada). The number
of religious communities grew significantly, as did the number of structures. The female to male
ratio in 1706 is more equal than that of 1666. In 1706 there were 8,552 males and 7,865 females.
A further breakdown of ages and some colonial occupations are in the table down below.

1

Seminaire and religious houses

14

Priests

43

Jesuites

34

Recolets (religious order)

24

Ursulines

41

Nuns, public hospice

69

Nuns, general hospital

10

Sisters of the congregation

68

Churches

49

House of priests/rectories

32

Parish priests

33

Men >50 yrs

842

A livre is approximately equal to 30 cents of current Canadian currency.
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Men <50 yrs

2054

Women <50yrs

2665

Boys >15

1828

Boys<15

3828

Girls>15

1277

Girls<15

3923

(Genealogie Quebec, 1706)

The strict religious regulations for entering New France were partially responsible for the
stunted growth seen in the colonies. For men to be appointed to a governmental position within
the colony, they must keep the Catholic faith. Additionally, implementations of laws and such
must be made in accordance with the laws of the church (Charlevoix, p 242). To help enforce
this, Huguenots were explicitly prohibited by law from entering New France (Greer, p 28).
Huguenots were French citizens who were not Catholic (the majority of which were Protestant).
This eliminated individuals willing to relocate to the French colonies. Approximately 500,00
Huguenots immigrated to New England or other parts of Europe during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries (La Fleur, p 102). Although it was not guaranteed that these individuals
would have emigrated to New France, a large portion might have if they were allowed to. These
types of policies contributed to the slow growing population in New France.
The population growth within New France was never viewed as satisfactory. The internal
struggle between the nomadic lifestyle of fur trading and more permanent settlement challenged
the attention of French settlers throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The
disproportionate numbers of males to females limited the colonial growth that could occur within
the colony itself. The religious requirements also prevented French citizens from settling in
27

Canada. These population struggles contributed to New France’s inability to become a
self-sustainable agrarian society.

Agriculture
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Prior to the cultivation experimentation conducted by colonists, settlers in the Canada
colony were reliant upon food supplies from France and from the Indeginous peoples to survive.
As a result of the inconsistent food supply, famine and starvation plagued the early settlers. The
climate and terrain in the colony proved difficult for the Frenchmen to find agricultural success.
The environment was much different than that found in France, and finding crops that would
grow in abundance to subsidize one’s livelihood was challenging and time consuming. Instead of
focusing attention upon agricultural productions, a majority of the early colonists chose to
continue participating in the lucrative fur trade. It was not until King Louis XIV began putting
external pressure upon the settlement that agricultural curiosity and production began to flourish
(La Fleur, p 116).
King Louis XIV wanted the Canadian colony to be self-sustaining. This meant producing
more agricultural and material goods internally. However, in order to provide the colony with the
protection and manpower needed to achieve this status, the small trading villages needed to
become permanent settlements. In order to make this happen, King Louis XIV discontinued the
monopolies granted to trading companies and turned New France into a Royal Province in 1663
(Thomas, 1935, p 41). This action allowed the King to set up a government within the colony
and the power to appoint a governor and intendant of his choosing. In doing so, external
regulations could be imposed for settlers and agriculture.
Before this focus on agriculture, the settlers were reliant upon the few crops grown by the
Natives, hunting and scavenging, and whatever they managed to grow themselves. By this time,
the only crops that were cultivated by the Natives were: squashes, melons, maize, peas,
sunflowers, beans, and cucumbers (Saunders, 1935, p 338). While these types of food supplies
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were sufficient for the time being, self-reliant food sources were necessary for the survival and
growth of the colony.
In 1608, Samuel Champlain began the first attempt at planting French crops in Quebec.
He chose to grow wheat, rye, and native vines (wine grapes transplanted to Quebec). All of these
grew nicely and the plants themselves were prospering in the Canadian environment (Parsons,
2018, p 1). Unfortunately, the care for these crops took commitment. When Champlain was
summoned to France, the settlers disregarded the carefully designed and cared for gardens. Upon
his return, Champlain discovered the plots were overgrown, untended to, and the abundance of
food was not as high as it could have been. This action repeated itself in 1611. Champlain was
most displeased that those charged with the care of the gardens had once again neglected them
(Parsons, p 2). However, even through this failure, some colonists were planting and tending to
their own private gardens. Champlain’s developments of gardens allowed settlers to better
understand what food and production crops could be planted. This experimentation process was
necessary to the survival of the colonies.
Throughout the planting seasons of 1605-1610, Champlain discovered many beneficial
agricultural practices. Perhaps the most important was the timeline of the planting season. Not
only did the Canada planting window begin in May ( a month and a half later than France), but
the harvest also took place later (Saunders, p 390). These shifts reflected the different climate
experienced in the Canadian colony, as opposed to the warmer and more temperate environment
found throughout France. After the planting, growing, and harvest seasons were identified, a
wider variety of crops could be grown. The most common plants that grew well in the Canadian
soil were: peas, beans, legumes, white beets, cabbage, lettuce, squashes, and culinary herbs.
These provided a good spread for settlers to live off of. Additionally, the first apple tree in the
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Quebec settlement produced a generous amount of fruit. This tree was a gift from De Monts’
estate in Normandy, France (Saunders, p 393).
In the spring of 1616, Samuel Champlain resolved to devote his time planting gardens
and experimenting with crops (Shoalts, p 104). The collection of knowledge that Samuel
Champlain obtained throughout this time provided a starting place for the settlers to become
self-sufficient and provide harvests that had the potential to benefit France. Although crops grew
in both Quebec and Montreal, differences in production were a result of nutritious soil. Montreal,
having the best growing capabilities for corn and wheat, had very prosperous soil. Quebec,
although still able to produce crops well, had lower production of these crops due to the slightly
acidic soil found there (La Fleur, p 79).
During the majority of the seventeenth century, gardens were subsistence for individual
people and families. There was not a large interconnected-network or shared fields within the
colony. The individual plots were separate and the settler living on each plot was responsible for
farming their own land. The crops grown were solely for the consumption of the individuals
growing them. Part of the reason for this was the difficulty of growing large amounts of crops.
Land needed to be cleared and maintained, the crops needed to be tended to, and the harvest
would require multiple people (La Fleur, p 128).
Most of the area surrounding Quebec, Montreal, and Trois Rivieres was dense forest.
Creating an open field for agriculture was time consuming, difficult, and not a realistic
possibility until the later seventeenth century. This resulted in the focus on subsistence farming
for individual families. The general process of clearing land for agriculture was a difficult
laboring process. First, the habitants needed to clear the trees. The suitable timber from these
trees was often used as material to build the habitant’s houses. After clearing trees, the settlers
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would burn the brush. This was then followed by clearing the remaining ground with picks, axes,
and a lot of manual labor (Greer, p 44). Even after this clearing of land, stumps, rocks, and trees
too large to be cut down remained. The planting would be done around these obstacles.
Later in the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, this clearing would be done to
larger portions of designated fields and completed by collective manpower. To provide an idea
for how long and laborious this process was, one full summer of work clearing the land
(depending on how many workers were contributing) could result in one to two arpents2 of
usable land (Greer, p 45). By 1627, residents of Québec had “cleared only 18 or 20 acres at the
most '' (La Fleur, pg 36). In order for a larger farming process to be possible, many years were
needed to clear sections of land for agriculture. Also, many people were needed to clear
significant amounts of land in a shorter time. This, coupled with the lucrativeness of the fur trade
resulted in slow growth of agricultural production. It was not until the late seventeenth century
and early eighteenth century that large agricultural plots were established and utilized more
frequently.
The struggle of the priority of fur trading over agriculture was a continuous problem. To
combat this, the focus of France shifted to encourage family settlement to grow the colony. Not
only would this encourage permanent settlement and a stationary place to grow agriculture, but it
would help fix the labor shortage issues required to run a self-sustaining colony. Jean Talon
(Intendant of New France 1665-1668 and 1669-1672) was largely responsible for the additional
growth of the Canadian colony. In 1665, Canada had 3,215 settlers. Under Talon’s dedication and
incentives for new settlers, that number grew to 6,282 by 1668 (Chapais, p 24). Talon focused on
the growth of agriculture and dutifully distributed land for settlers to farm.

2

One arpent is roughly equal to one acre.
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“He brought the first horses to Canada and introduced sheep and cattle. He hoped to
establish a breed of sheep adequate for a vigorous woolen industry. The slaughter and use of
cattle were controlled for breeding purposes. Significantly, Talon was the first official to urge the
growing of hemp and flax, seven barrels of seed being planted with satisfactory results. Canadian
hemp proved as good as that of Lower Brittany. Industries immediately dependent on agriculture
were also encouraged. The flour mills were reorganized with reference to the interests of the
cultivators. A successful tannery was set up, and a brewery was started under enthusiastic
auspices, though it eventually failed. Talon hoped to provide a cheaper and more wholesome
substitute for eau-de-vie, and also to create a profitable home market for grain” (Thomas, p 44).
These efforts and actions by Talon resulted in the first real successful trial of
permanent settlement in New France. Not only did he encourage and experiment with
agriculture, he set up institutions that could allow the crop production to be utilized internally in
the self-sufficient manner that King Louis intended. Prior to the shift in colonial production, fish,
timber, and fur were the primary sources of monetary wealth within the colony. Afterwards,
agriculture proved to be valuable not only within the colony but to France as well (Thomas, p
42). Trade between the colonists and the Indigenious peoples was common. Additionally, trade
between France, Canada, and the French West Indies grew and was the primary source of
distribution of Canadian production.
However, smuggling soon became a problem that undercut the internal prices and proved
a threat to the stability of the colony. Due to the smuggling issues with the English and Dutch,
Quebec and Montreal were designated as official trading ports. Although the colony was
prohibited from trading externally (aside from the Natives and France and their other holdings),
free trade within New France was granted (Thomas, p 46). This allowed for the creation of a
market where settlers could buy and sell their goods.
The markets were typically held once a week on Friday, although Quebec held two
markets each week. These markets provided a place and time for settlers to buy and sell their
goods. Additionally, the Indegenious peoples would often come to trade and sell their own goods
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as well. These markets were regulated by officials, and closely monitored. The measurements,
weights, and market hours were all carefully regulated by these officials. Although settlers were
generally free to barter with one another over prices and trade, the officials did prohibit the
ability for settlers to sell grain outside of market hours (Greer, p 75-76). This prohibition was
enacted as a safeguard from market manipulation and the potential hoarding crucial food
resources. However, over time, intense trade restrictions began to prevent agricultural growth
within the colony.
After the more permanent establishment of the Canadian colonies, agricultural
production was increasing. However, famine and poor crop yields were still an occurrence. In
1691 the English Siege of Quebec provided a real concern of famine and starvation for the
colonists. “Rations had to be procured from France throughout the whole period of the war.
Prices for farm produce rose, and after 1694, except in 1701, Canadian crops were generally
good” (Thomas, p 48). The constant threat of war from England and other powers meant that
France needed to continually provide protection and reinforcements to the Canadian colony. In
the years that experienced heavy crop failure and losses (1729, 1733, and 1737) the government
rationed grain and controlled all grain trade. They also distributed flour and other reinforcements
from France to help the settlement survive through these difficult periods (Thomas, p 56). This
takeover of free trade was only tolerated during essential times, and the provisional supplies
from France prevented colonial failure in New France.
Although the markets and crop production were growing and becoming more consistent,
fur trading was still competing for the settlers' attention. Disagreements between the French and
Canadian officials and governments on how to combat this resulted in frequent policy changes.
Different intendants tried different tactics to solve these issues, but they infrequently upheld

34

these policies. This led to confusion within the colony and a stunted growth of production and
settlement. It was not until 1712 when previously enacted policies were adhered to and upheld.
The instructions from the council of marine for the “colony to concentrate on "wheat, flour, beef
hides, salt meat, sheep wool, hemp, flax, tar, resin, masts, and timber"” was one of the first
previously approved policies to be enforced. (Thomas, p 50). As noted previously, this
instruction was not new, it was just largely ignored until the early eighteenth century.
By 1667, there were only 11,448 arpents of land being used for cultivation in the
Canadian colony (Chapais, p 22). Any crops or materials grown were for localized consumption
exclusively, and the amounts grown were not sufficient for survival without the additional
French resources shipped to the colony multiple times a year. As the colonial government began
enforcing agricultural focus within the colony, commercial agriculture became a possibility. By
1706, there were 43,671 Arpents of land designated for commercial agricultural production.
Additionally, 38,158 Minot3 of grain and 42,639 Minot of peas and beans were harvested in
1706, as opposed to minimal amounts in the late seventeenth century. Not only was crop
production growing within the colony, but so was textile production. In 1706, 23,293 livre4 of
textile material (linen) was produced and sold. This was a 100% increase from the amount

produced in 1663 (Genealogie Quebec).
Unfortunately, this adjustment to give priority to agriculture came too late to redirect
New France’s priorities, and agriculture remained another intermediate aspect of colonial life.
The Canadian colonies were never able to become completely self-sufficient. Disruptions to
agricultural production and inconsistent harvests prevented France from withdrawing additional
supplies throughout the settlements. The only place within New France that became

3
4

A minot is approximately equal to 38 litres.
A livre is approximately equal to 20 cents of Canadian currency.
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self-sufficient was the city of Detroit. Detroit was a unique instance in New France, and was able
to achieve stable and sufficient food production (Thomas, p 53). The location of the Detroit
settlement was largely the reason why. The proximity to Canada allowed for the participation of
French trade, without being monitored like the Quebec and Montreal settlements. This enabled
additional trade opportunities with the Indegnious peoples and the English, which was not an
option for the Canadian colony.
As the population and settlements grew, so did the agricultural production. It is important
to note that the route to agricultural production was not a linear journey. Some years were very
successful and surplus harvests were common. Other years experienced famine and poor crop
yields. Regardless of production rates, the overall industry of agriculture was never up to the
standard that France wanted to achieve. The two major contributing factors to this shortcoming
was the inadequate labor supply and the limited area clear enough to be designated for farming.
Although New France included territories surrounding the Mississippi River, the Great Lakes,
and more, the agricultural production was relatively contained along a 300 mile stretch of land
along the St. Lawrence River from Quebec to Montreal (La Fleur, p 111). The waterways
provided necessary drinking and irrigation water for the settlers, but it also dictated settlement
locations. This primary stretch of land was uniquely divided into the French Seigneur system
along the St. Lawrence River for both strategic and practical purposes.
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Land Tenure

The settlement patterns of New France were variable from one ruling power to the next.
The individual fur companies were less occupied with settler locations and more focused on
turning a profit. The disparity of these fur companies between their appointed tasks and actions
laid the groundwork for inconsistent land policies and regulations to occur throughout the
lifespan of New France. While there were multiple stages of attempted correction for this, land
grant inconsistencies and irregularities persisted. Regardless of these inconsistencies, the general
land distribution system implemented in the Canadian colony during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries was moderately successful.
The Seigneur system used in Canada was a modified version of feudal society. The feudal
system occurred in Europe after the fall of the Roman empire. In this system, the Lord owned a
very large portion of land (too much to farm and use by himself). In simple terms, in exchange
for protection and service during wars, the Lord would grant portions of this land to his
protectors for their own use (Munro, Seigneurs, par 12). Early uses of this system was a
generally beneficial relationship because it provided the needed resources to both groups of
people. In New France, the seigneur system was similar.
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The seigneurs -those who held the large portions of land- were tasked with distributing
the land to other settlers in exchange for a variety of payments and privileges. Although the land
tenants were not obligated to protect their seigneurs during battle, there was a military stipulation
in accepting a land grant. The habitants who accepted land grants would do so knowing that if
war was waged against New France they would all fight together against that enemy. (Munro,
Documents, p 21). The main difference between the traditional feudal system and the one
implemented in New France is that the seigneurs were not renting out land for protection against
other seigneurs. This was a collective agreement that anyone who was living in New France
would join together against foregin enemies.
The implementation of this system in Canada was not unexpected, nor was it a deviation
from the land system used in France. At the time, the seigneurial system was the main property
distribution process of the mainland, and was used and accepted by the citizens of France and the
church. (Munro, Seigneurs, par 14). In France, the land owners would often rent out their lands
to workers and then go back to Paris or another larger city. They left appointed bailiffs to care for
their estates, and only made rare appearances to check on their properties. This system became
very exploitative. The bailiffs were tasked with acquiring more and more wealth for the
seigneurs. This could be gained by collecting more rent, dues, crop yields, etc from the peasants
who worked the land. (Munro, Documents, p 20). This manipulation that the seigneurs
participated in was harmful to the tenants who worked the fields. The result was farmers that
were increasingly facing starvation and bankruptcy.
The New France seigneurial system experienced less abuses than the one used in the
mainland of France. In Canada, the seigneurs lived and worked beside the habitants. There was
more of a unified relationship due to the inherent reliance upon fellow settlers that colonial life
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created in Canada. This helped to prevent intended oppression of habitants for the gain of the
seigneurs. Not only this, but the Intendants (particularly Jean Talon) kept a watchful eye on
seigneurs to ensure that governmental regulations were being upheld in accordance with the laws
(Munro, Documents, p 21). This included monitoring seigneurial contracts and behaviors to
prevent attempts of debilitating or inhumane treatments and expectations of habitants (Munro,
Seigneurs, par 23).
Prior to the designation of Canada as a royal province, the fur trading company that held
the fur monopoly was the governing body within the colony. This meant that it was the
company’s responsibility to uphold laws and regulate land distribution. The trading companies in
charge of Canadian settlement did not have a coherent settlement and land distribution policy.
Changes occured with each different monopoly granted, and inconsistencies plagued New
France. The King did not offer any aid or help, instead relying wholly and deferring to the
trading company in charge (Cavanagh, 2014, p 97).
The monopolizing fur company from 1632 to 1663, The Company of One Hundred
Associates, was not correctly using the seigneurial system. The King had intended for land grants
to be assigned only to actual emigrants. These were the settlers coming from France, to the
Canadian colony to live on the land. Instead, the company was awarding land grants to friends
and officials in France who had no intention of going to Canada. In some cases, fiefs as large or
larger than 100 square miles were deeded to nobility and others who remained in France
(Thomas, p 43).
“Of the sixty grants by the Company during the years from 1632 to 1663 not more than
six were made to actual settlers. As a result the total area of cleared land was only about four
thousand arpents5 when Louis XIV took the colony from the Company in 1663.” (Thomas, p 43).

5

The French measurement of an arpent is approximately equal to one acre.
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In addition to misusing the seigneurial system, the trading companies repeatedly failed to
uphold their contract of bringing new settlers into the colony. By the time the King took over the
colony as a province in 1663, not even six seigneurs were in actual possession of their lands on
the St. Lawrence River (Munro, Seigneurs, Ch 2 par 3).
Following the designation of the Canadian colony as an official royal province, the King
transferred power previously belonging to the fur companies to his own appointed officials. The
first intendant of New France, Jean Talon (Intendant of New France 1665-1668 and 1669-1672),
was given the task to take over the responsibilities of overseeing the seigneurial system and
upholding the laws. This authorized Talon to distribute land grants to settlers within the
Canadian colony. (Munro, Seigneurs, Par 23).
“The absolute rule of the French monarchy was executed in the colony by the Governor
and the Indendant. two nobles appointed by the king. Local rule remained in the hands of the
seigneur. The Governor served as the official head and military leader of the colony. The
Indendant, however, by virtue of his legislative and judicial powers, actually governed the
colony”. (La Fleur, p 125).
After Talon was no longer the Intendant of New France, this sole ability to administer
land grants changed. Louis de Buade, known as Count Frontenac, (Governor of New France
from 1672–82 and 1689–98) protested that this ability gave too much power to the Intendant.
Because of this, a royal decree was made that the ability to distribute land grants required both
the approval of the Intendant and the Governor. Regardless of this decree, there were still
instances when the Intendant still signed the land grants without the approval of the Governor.
For the most part, the Intendant still retained primary control of who would receive the
distributed land grants (Munro, Seigneurs, par 23).
The seigneurial system was most utilized in Canada from 1663 to1750. During this time,
approximately 300 fiefs were distributed to “worthy and respectable” men. These fiefs were the
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land grants that were primarily gifted to officials, retired military officers, and higher members
of the church (Munro, Seigneurs, par 24). Despite these initial land grants being distributed to the
nobility, in New France, land ownership was available to all settlers. This meant that those who
were not a part of the nobility or officials within the church had an opportunity to own their own
land (La Fleur, p 122). Another unique ability in New France was the ability for women to own
property. “In 1663 women owned 54.58% of all seigneurial lands in the colony. Under the
Coutume de Paris women could own, inherit, and transmit property independently of their
fathers, husbands, or sons” (La Fleur, p 117). This law allowed daughters, as well as sons, to
inherit equal portions of their parent’s estate. These opportunities were not a possibility for a
majority of those who lived in France

Land Distribution
The land plots were typically positioned along the St. Lawrence River, and clustered
around the larger cities of Quebec and Montreal. The span of settled French property started
below Quebec and continued past Montreal. This total stretch of land that was inhabited was
estimated to be about 400 kilometers in length (approx. 250 miles)6. The reason for this was both
practical and strategic. The water was needed for consumption and irrigation, and the river was
in a good geographical location. The houses clustered around the larger cities for protection.
Québec, Trois Rivières, and Montreal were fortified cities that provided shelter to the inhabitants
during threats from enemies (Greer, p 48).
The three main cities within Canada were Quebec, Montreal, and Trois Rivieres. While
many seigneuries belonged to nobility or other settlers, the seigneuries of Quebec and Trois

6

It is important to note that the exact mileage of this stretch is disputed, but experts generally agree that
the most accurate estimate is between 240-300 miles in length- footnote.
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Rivières belonged to the King. While all land belonged to the King, these two cities were in
direct control of the French crown. The Intendant and the Governor General oversaw these areas
and distributed land grants on the King’s behalf. The other major city and trading center,
Montreal, was gifted to the Seminary of Saint-Sulpice (Library Canada, 2016, par 2).
Large fiefs and seigneuries were granted in varying shapes and sizes to the religious and
nobility to be used and distributed for their benefit. These were awarded by officials of the King,
and became some of the most popular land plots. During the French Regime, particularly in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the Jesuits were one of the largest landholders in New
France (La Fleur, p 27). Out of all the seigneurial lands in New France, 25 percent of the lands
alone belonged to the religious seigneuries in the eighteenth century. (Library Canada, par 1).
The number of seigneurs grew over the period of French control in Canada. There were
roughly 43 seigneuries in New France during 1663. This number does not include the minor
seigneurs located on the periphery of Quebec and Trois Rivieres. The number of seigneurs grew
and at the end of the seventeenth century they numbered 131. This number kept growing and at
the time that French control of Canada ceased there were approximately 250 seigneuries (La
Fleur, p 36).
Even with the growth in settlers and seigneurs, empty land plots still plagued the
Canadian colony. In reaction to the issues of empty fiefs, the King issued a royal decree to help
regulate land distribution. Land grants would now be provisional under the actuality of
settlement. This provisional clause stipulated that seigneurs had three years to effectively settle
and use their land, and the settlers (or habitants) would have four years to settle on and use their
land. If settlement was not achieved within this time period, the land grants were revoked and
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offered to someone else (Thomas, p 44). After the royal decrees were issued, it was the colonial
official’s job to uphold the conditions set by the King.
Versions of this decree were issued multiple times, however, except for the Intendant Jean
Talon, this decree was rarely enforced or acted upon. This failure to revoke land ownership is
shown clearly in the amount of land cleared. In 1700, the seigneurial land that was officially
recognized as deeded was only four to five percent cleared (Altman, 1983, p 339).

Regulations
Conditions for obtaining land included two important stipulations The first being that oak
wood would be reserved for royal ships. This additional resource allowed for shipbuilding
production to be possible within the colony and contributed to the royal fleet. The second
stipulation was the formal recognition that all “subsoil” belonged to the King. (Library Canada,
par 3). Additionally, for official recognition of ownership, the allocation of seigneuries had to be
approved by the King. However, due to official turnover and colonial distance from the
mainland, many seigneuries were formally approved.
To acquire land, the habitants had the responsibility to negotiate a contract with the
seigneur. This negotiation would discuss initial payment, plot size, seigneurial dues, and
responsibilities in order to be able to receive a title-deed. The title-deed was the official contract
that recognized a land owner, and represented the acceptance of the settler to uphold their
responsibilities in order to retain their land (Altman, p 338). These title-deeds not only
represented the agreement between the habitant and the seigneur, but between the habitant and
the French crown. Many of the disputes resulting from unclear plot boundaries was a result of
the purchasing process of fiefs. When the tenant took possession of their fief, the exact purview
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of those lands was not always documented. After possession was taken, some habitants were
required to have a survey conducted to establish these boundaries. (Library Canada, par 7).
The church played a large role in the life of settlers in New France and was a vital
institution for royal support. Each settler that owned land was required to pay a tithe to the
church. This was a portion of money or product offered to the church to support their services.
For tithes in 1663, Bishop Laval established a mandatory 7.7 percent rate of all products
harvested. This rate was considered too high for the settlers to pay both their tithes and their
seigneurial dues. As a result of the following protests from the settlers the Bishop changed this
mandatory tithe to 3.8 percent. This rate of 3.8 percent of all output to the church was authorized
by the King in 1679. Due to conditions in the Canadian colony, the local authorities professed in
1705 that this tithe could only be applicable to grain output. In 1707, this was also endorsed by
the King, and remained the ruling until the end of French rule in Canada (Altman, p 343).
Aside from the tithe, land owners were required to pay rent, tax, cens, and whatever else
was stipulated in their land contracts. Rente and cens were paid annually to the seigneur. Rente
was a fee paid to the seigneur for usage of the land within their seigneurie. The cens was a much
smaller cash payment, but it identified that the habitants could not sub-grant their land (La Fleur,
p 112). These two fees were dependent upon seigneurial agreements within individual contracts
and land plot size. These were proportional to the width of the plots, and while the typical width
was roughly three arpents wide, plots ranged from two to five arpents wide.
In order to prevent the manipulation of habitants that was frequent in France, the colonial
government imposed a standardization of cens and rentes (Library Canada, par 14). These
seigneurial dues were still flexible depending on individual contracts, but prices were monitored
and limited.
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The rente was a consistent form of income for the seigneurs. This was paid through a
variety of cash, crops, or other services/production. Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth
century, the form of payments fluctuated. In the seventeenth century, the rente was paid through
cash and “one or more capon” (a capon was a type of rooster). In the eighteenth century, the
payment had shifted to cash and a portion of the habitant’s wheat. By the end of the eighteenth
century, the main payment form for the rente was done through cash (Altman, p 340).
Those who purchased seigneurs were obligated to pay a tax to the state. This was known
as the droit de quint, and was equal to one-fifth of the sale price of the seigneur. The habitants
who purchased land from the seigneuries were also required to pay this tax, however, it was paid
to the seigneur and not the government (Library Canada, par 3). In addition to this tax, tenants
were required to use their seigneur’s grain mill. The droit de banalité granted the seigneur a
monopoly throughout his lands. The habitants paid a fee of one minot to the seigneur for the use
of his mill, and the seigneur was in return required to maintain the mill (Library Canada, par 16).
The Jesuits ended up being one of the largest land holders in New France. The task of
running a school and mission in Notre Dame des Anges for the Native population failed. The
Jesuits were unable to continue the formal conversion of the Natives, and therefore shifted their
roles to reflect this. The Indian school that the Jesuits ran became empty in 1644. While the
exchanging of Natives and Settlers was beneficial in the early seventeenth century, the desire to
send away children became virtually non-existent. Because of this, the school within the
seminary was unused for five years. In 1649, the Jesuits purchased land and moved to Quebec
(La Fleur, p 143). The move to Quebec allowed the Jesuits to still do mission work with the
neighboring Natives, while maintaining an income of money to fund their activities (La Fleur, p
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144). Instead of focusing solely on mission, the Jesuits began developing more land for profit,
and embraced their role as seigneuries (La Fleur, p 136).
The Jesuits cleared portions of their lots that houses would be built on to help entice
settlement (La Fleur, p 156). This clearing of land is what made the Jesuit seigneurs so popular.
The land cleared was enough for a new settler to build their house, a barn, and a small garden.
This provided the settlers with some stability and source of food without taking multiple years to
get settled. Additionally, the Jesuits waived the first year of seigneurial dues (La Fleur, pg 163).
This also enabled new settlers to get situated and start producing crops without a heavy financial
burden. These benefits within the Jesuit seigneurs helped minimize the amount of settlers who
had to default their land. Most other seigneurs could not offer this compelling enticement (La
Fleur, p 157).
Boundary issues were a recurring problem in New France. To minimize this, the Jesuits
required their tenants to clear their land between themselves and their neighbors as a marker of
their property. The Jesuits also required that cleared land must be fenced in. If the cleared areas
were not fenced in, the habitants waived their right to hold their neighbors accountable for
damages done by their animals (La Fleur, p 156). There was also a stipulation that if a tenant
mistakenly cleared property not belonging to them, they could use that cleared land for four
years. Any trees that fell onto a neighbor’s property must be removed. Additionally, all tenants
must maintain a clear path of eighteen feet in front of their houses for the “grand road.” This
road was used by the habitants to take their grain to the seigneurial mill. These rules were obeyed
by the tenants in order to avoid penalties (La Fleur, p 164).
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Settlement Patterns

There were three types of land plot shapes used in the Canadian colony during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. These land plots were either in the shape of long
rectangles, trapezoids, or stars. These shapes became common because the King of France had
given instructions to officials in Canada to concentrate settlers and villages near the larger cities.
This concentration provided additional protection for the colony. Not only did this allow
proximity for trading and needed resources, but it ensured that a majority of the settlers would be
in the vicinity of a fort or fortified city (Quebec and Montreal are prime examples of this). The
closeness to these fortified areas was a precaution for attacks and threats from the Indegnious
peoples and from the English. If an attack were to occur, the French settlers could seek refuge in
the nearest fort (Chapais, p 19).
The size and shapes of land plots was determined first by the trading companies, and then
later by the individual seigneurs. Attempts to regulate more uniformed plot sizes did not occur
until the eighteenth century.The Company of One Hundred, similar to the other companies, did
not distribute land in equal sizes. While the general shape of land plots was similar, the
inconsistency of seigneurial sizes varied greatly. For example, in 1663 there were sixty-two
seigneuries distributed to individuals. Of these sixty-two, the size fluctuated from ten arpents to
5,500,000 arpents. (La Fleur, p 119).
This inconsistency of land plot sizes was also experienced in the Jesuit seigneuries. The
first seigneury granted to the Jesuits was Notre Dame des Anges. When distributing land grants,
the fiefs ranged from sixty to 2280 square arpents. The size was assigned based upon the ability
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of the receiver to cultivate and use the land as intended (La Fleur, p 154). The second settlement
made by the Jesuits was along the St. Charles River. This time, they tried to create a more
uniformed and organized settlement pattern. Fiefs granted within this settlement ranged from
forty to sixty arpents (La Fleur, p 155). While the sizing of land plots was inconsistent, the shape
of those land plots were not.
The first land plots were distributed by the trading companies. Although it was subject to
change depending upon which company was in possession of the fur monopoly, the general
shape of a trapezoid perpendicular to the St. Lawrence River was a common occurrence and
settlement pattern by the1630s (La Fleur, p 111). This settlement pattern continued to persist
until 1663 when the control of the colony was transferred to appointed officials. Although this
was similar to the long lot style, the sides of these land plots were unequal and prevented close
settlement between land plots.
The most common land settlement pattern, and generally representative of the settlement
patterns in New France was the long lot system. These were long and narrow rectangular plots
that lined the St. Lawrence River (Library Canada, par 1). These plots also lined other rivers and
bodies of water throughout the Canadian Settlements. This settlement pattern allowed
accessibility to the water for the most number of people possible, while still retaining ample land
for farming. Once the frontage along the water was occupied, the long lots were placed behind
existing plots and in more rural groupings.
The third and final settlement pattern was created by the Jesuits in Charlesburg. This
pattern was not implemented outside of this seigneurial area. This settlement pattern was known
as the “etoile” or star pattern (La Fleur, p 160). Taking inspiration from the Jesuit star settlement
pattern, Talon implemented the same settlement design within his own villages situated in a
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portion of confiscated Jesuit lands. Talon thought that arranging the settlers around a central
point would provide and encourage communal security and aid between the settlers. (Chapais, p
19). An example of this is the village of Bourg-Royal. Talon arranged the settlements in a large
circular shape, and every individual land grant was triangular in shape. These triangles came to a
narrower point at the forefront, and the base was wider. The narrow parts of the fief all came
together to form the center of the settlement, which was in the shape of a square (Chapais, p 19).
This square provided an equally accessible city center and place for the settlers to hold markets
and colonial business. This star settlement pattern was the rarest of the three, and only within the
general vicinity of the original Jesuit land holdings near Charlesbourg.
Although these three settlement patterns appear to be quite simple, the process of
implementing usable land plots was not. Generally, the inconsistent enforcement of uninhabited
land seizure led to many seigneuries being granted, to then be left empty and unused. The
struggle to supply consistent colonial growth was in part reflective of this disparity. Regardless,
multiple factors contributed to the complications surrounding the distribution of land grants. The
commitment of the various intendants to their roles of overseeing the seigneurs was beneficial in
preventing oppression of habitants within New France. The governmental regulations of
seigneurial contracts contributed to the shared progress of the colonial settlers, and helped entice
a portion of those settlers to effectively utilize their land.
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Long Lot Settlement Pattern
(Library Canada)
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(La FLeur, p 170)

Star Shaped Settlement Pattern
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Disputes

The inconsistent implementation of colonial legislation led to confusion among the
colony’s populace. Even when the legislation was upheld and monitored, disputes and conflicts
occurred within New France. Many of the disputes in the seventeenth century that led to court
appearances and cases were results of broken contracts. These court records detailing partial or
whole cases represent some of the troubles faced in colonial life. Not only this, but they provide
information about wages and retributions that are not easily accessible in other sources. The
Drouin Collections contain some of this important information, and help to put disputes into
context.
The inconsistencies regarding land plots caused many disputes. In one such case, Jacque
Durek contested the boundaries of his land against his neighbor, Jacque Maffas. Durek contested
the surveyed line and complained that the assessor, Louis Luentin, drew a line that cut his
dwelling in half. Not only that, but the line drawn did not follow the direction of the other land
boundaries along the St. Charles River. Given the circumstances, the judge ordered the line to be
drawn again (Genealogie Quebec, Drouin Collections). The settlement patterns along the rivers
would have made this cross-directional line improbable. The discrepancies associated with land
plot regulations could have resulted in similar occurrences making this problem more common
than one isolated case. In 1714, Jacques Lessoud requested a land survey to prove the proper
marking of his property. His neighbor’s horse caused damage to his wheat and oat crops, and
Lessoud requested restitution. Although this case is partial, it provides evidence of issues that
resulted in stipulations that the seigneuries required their tenants to abide by.
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The most common disputes found in these court records were breached contracts where
one party failed to fulfill their obligations. On November 2nd of 1666, the plaintiff, Bequet,
brought La Plant to court over failure to provide fish. La Plant had agreed to give Bequet a large
barrel of salted fish (approximating 200 litres) and the same of fresh fish. La Plant testified that
he did not have the fish because the catch was very poor that season. Instead of the fish, La Plant
offered to pay his debt of 36 livre to Bequet. The judge agreed, and gave La Plant one week to
pay Bequet 8 livre, and until the following August to pay the rest of the 28 livre. It was noted
that the debt was paid by La Plant on time (Genealogie Quebec).
A court case from November 20, 1666 provides insight for how much labor was paid
during this time. Jean Trouin is requesting payment for work he completed for Gabriel
Lennreuse. Trouin was able to provide the agreed upon contract that was signed and dated
November 7, 1665. Trouin was owed 36 livre for six weeks of work done during the harvest
season, as well as 7 ½ minot of peas and beans (valued at 3 livre per minot). In this case, Gabriel
Lennreuse (a barrel maker) was being spoken for by his wife, Marguerite Labouef. Marguerite
testified that she had paid 30 livre to Trouin by the hands of St. Amant. The judge ruled that
Trouin must be paid what was agreed upon, minus what was already paid if the payment could
be proved (Genealogie Quebec).
Other court cases represented a variety of different crimes or records. In 1657, Jean Aube
was ordered to pay a fine for producing a larger volume of alcohol than was allowed. In 1658, a
will was enforced for the property of Julian Daubigeon. Also in 1658, was a decree issued
through the courts that able bodied men of Quebec must take up arms against the Iroquois.
Included in these documents are also records of assault, land exchanges, marriages, deaths,
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receipts for purchases, etc. All of these happenings would have been unknown without the
careful record keeping of the French colonial government.
Regardless of the content, each case and record provides valuable data surrounding life in
New France. The rates for labor, services, and products were represented within these records.
Certain challenges occurred more often than others, and the courts provided traces of these
challenges in their reports. This information is not documented in other notes, and shows a
unique side to the less popular history of New France.
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Conclusion

The early explorations of North America by Jacques Cartier and Samuel de Champlain
allowed the French to establish holdings in Canada. The fisheries promoted by Cartier provided
the first opportunity for France to claim territory in North America. Champlain contributed
greatly to the Native relations and agricultural growth within the colony. Jean Talon, the first
Intendant of New France, was another influential man who helped New France grow and
prosper. Talon’s passion for growing the colony guided him in his efforts to increase population
and agriculture, which he did successfully.
New France experienced colonial progression in a slow and non-linear way. Building up
French population within Canada was the biggest challenge faced by the colonial government.
Strict religious regulations prevented thousands of French citizens from joining the colony, and
to instead immigrate to New England and elsewhere. The nature of fur trading was alluring for
single young men. These men made up a majority of the colony’s population in the sixteenth and
early seventeenth centuries. Encouraging women and families to emigrate to New France was a
difficult and semi-fruitful task. The transportation of the King’s daughters and other families
helped to correct the unbalanced gender ratio, and allow for the colonists to self-populate the
area.
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Nevertheless, the population grew slowly and unsatisfactorily throughout France’s
control of Canada. The agricultural phase within the Canadian colony also progressed slowly.
The competition of the lucrative fur trade rivaled the colonist’s desires to participate in a more
laborious and less profitable work. Farming was difficult work with unstable results. This made
agriculture less appealing than fur trading and other occupations. After pressure from the crown,
agriculture did begin to become more important and profitable. However, the amount and types
of crops produced never allowed New France to become entirely self-sustaining (except for the
city of Detroit).
The distinct land distribution patterns discussed in this paper were unique to New France.
Although the distribution of land grants and regulations of those land grants were inconsistently
enforced, the general system was beneficial to both the tenants and seigneurs. The land patterns
and court cases provide an idea of colonial life during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.
These insights are valuable in understanding why problems and success occurred within the
colony. Although the goal of self-sufficiency was never reached, New France became successful
to some degree. The fisheries, agricultural products, and fur trading provided desired resources to
France and Europe, as well as providing a livelihood for many French settlers in New France.
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